Human-robot interaction (HRI) is arguably the ultimate frontier of robotics: the machines we have created are getting closer to working alongside us. The commercial potential of HRI is vast, and while the wave of commercial interest is currently focused on artificial intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML), HRI will soon follow. Similarly, the potential for HRI to do good on a large scale is equally vast. Yet, the majority of HRI research is entirely disconnected from, or even aware of, commercial and societal impacts.
8:2 M. Matarić like the affinity for formalism and math in robotics, there is a push for reductionist studies at the expense of pursuing more complex but messier questions about human behavior.
Yet, at the very same time, economics, a mathematical field, is starting to recognize the value of psychology: the 2017 Nobel Prize in Economics was awarded to a psychologist for his work on the new field of behavioral economics, which shows how irrational human behavior is and how incompatible with long-standing, clean mathematical models.
HRI is stuck somewhere within these larger forces, but it is a very young field, too young to take sides in the larger battle. HRI so far is largely confined to research labs and online surveys. Until we have, as a field, earned the respect of others by impacting real user populations, in real-world environments, and on real-world problems, we should be open-minded, inclusive, and collaborative. In fact, we should always be that way.
Proclamations are fun but are rarely actionable. Here are seven specific actionable steps toward open-mindedness and a balance of theory and practice:
(1) Read broadly about human behavior, not only within convenient, "vetted," narrow subfields that only reinforce your point of view. (2) Help to create data sets of messy real-world human behavior. HRI needs datasets for multimodal human-human and human-robot interaction from a variety of populations. The ideal is to acquire such data with participant consent for sharing for research use. The lesser but still useful option is to acquire such data with participant consent for sharing anonymized data, which requires removing enough of the facial features and voice but retains plenty for interesting research uses. (3) Use real-world data in our HRI, ML, and AI classes and research, instead of convenient datasets. It is estimated that about 5% of openly available datasets use real-world incontext (a.k.a. messy) data. Have your students use that 5% instead of the more convenient 95% so that they can address messier real-world problems, and motivate them to collect share more such data and grow that percentage. (4) Require fieldwork for HRI students in classes and research labs and personally commit to at least one day or one class per semester of being in the field (i.e., complex real world environments off campus and outside of a middle-income home and neighborhood), with follow-up discussions of what was learned and how it can impact ongoing and future research directions. Because industry is inherently incentivized by real-world impact while academic research is more effective at targeting longer timelines and populations that may be marginalized by industry, collaborations can be eye-opening for both partners. (6) Create venues (a new conference?) for "real-world HRI" or "use-inspired HRI," where researchers who tackle real-world messy problems are not in the "alt" category but can publish, exchange ideas, and be part of a welcoming community. (7) Measure impact not just by references but also by aiding translation into the real world, toward improved quality of life for all, not just the well-off. Not everyone has to do research of this type, but many more in HRI should.
Behavior change and culture change are both hard, but these steps can allow us to be ambitiously optimistic about our impact in the long term while remaining grounded in the problems we face now. HRI may be the ultimate frontier of robotics, and as with any frontier, we have the responsibility to settle and shape it to be open-minded, inclusive, and relevant, so it will thrive.
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